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Abstract 
Hairstyle, as a practice of  beauty, has become an important signifier for (racial) political and social 
power structures in post-colonial societies. The tensions of  these ‘politics of  beauty’ are typically 
explored through Western debates. This study examines how politics of  beauty in Tamale (the capital 
of  Ghana’s Northern region) challenge Western hegemonic beauty ideals and juxtapose them with 
religious sensibilities and understandings of  the roles of  gender, performativity and post-colonial 
power-structures. At the same time, it depicts the cosmetology sector in Ghana as one of  the largest 
developing sectors for female education and empowerment and therefore demonstrates the significance 
of  this research area in studying women’s identity politics. The research draws on two months of  
ethnographic fieldwork in Tamale; visiting four different Madams and their hair salons, using 
audiovisual recordings, participant observation, semi-structured and informal interviews. The outcome 
is a dual-part thesis. The first part consists of  a 35-minute film that explores the politicisation of  beauty 
practices and observes the situation of  the protagonists within this field. The second part is an article 
that complements the film and negotiates the politics of  representation regarding both the topic 
‘politics of  beauty’ and ‘visual ethnography’ as theory and method. This research tries to provide a local 
context, both visual and textual, to a global debate in order to allow Ghanaian (and to a larger extent) 
non-western women  to experience more agency and independence, both in society and in debates 
surrounding their identity and beauty practices.   
Keywords: Agency, Development, Education, Ghana, Gender, Globalisation, Performativity, Post-
colonialism, Politics of  Beauty, Identity Politics, Representation, Visual Ethnography 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“My hairstyle does not affect the price of  Kenke, my hairstyle does not affect Poverty”  
- (Djaba, JoyOnline 2017) 
 
Former social worker and recently assigned Minister of  Gender, Social Protection and Children, Otiko 
Djaba, was interviewed by Ghanaian media in response to criticism that had been directed at her 
hairstyle that was said not to depict the kind of  culture that Ghanaians have. As a minister she is 
supposed to be a role model for the young people in Ghana and her hairstyle (on one side shaved, and 
one side long), was not seen as representative (Schaeffer 2017: 00:03). This is an example of  how 
hairstyles, are an important symbol for racial, political and social power structures (Patton 2006: 25). 
Recently, the aspect of  race has become more significant. Since the days of  colonialism, black hair has 
been an inherent symbol of  the power structure created by colonisers. Enslaved Africans with hair 
similar to whites, were treated better than people with ‘nappy’ or ‘kinky’ hair, more densely afro-
textured hair (Prince 2009: 11). In 2000, the natural hair movement was born: an emancipation 
movement that encourages women to wear their natural afro-textured hair instead of  conforming to 
Eurocentric beauty standards. As Ghanaian supermodel and Global African Ambassador, Hamamat 
Montia stated: “In other words; no weaves but natural hair, no fake eyelashes, nails or bleaching of  the skin” (Post 
on Instagram @Hamamatafrica).  
 The debate on politicising hairstyles, is referred to in this article as ‘hairstyle politics’. Hairstyle 
politics are part of  the wider politics of  beauty.  Firstly, this is the understanding of  beauty standards: 
that which is understood by mainstream society as beautiful. Within western beauty standards, the 
hegemonic western beauty ideal (light skin and straight hair) is seen as suppressing to other racial 
identities. In this globalising world, these ideals reach further than only the country of  origin. In Ghana 
and many other countries, chemical products are used to achieve this beauty ideal, women use white 
bleaching cream for a more ‘fair’ skin and relaxer for straight, soft and shiny hair. Secondly, hairstyle 
politics includes the hair and beauty industry as a place for education, development and independence 
in the lives of  many women, in this case Ghana’s cosmetology industry. The significance of  these two 
understandings of  ‘hairstyle politics’ in this research is that the cosmetology sector is on the one hand 
an interesting developing industry for women’s independence while at the other hand it is criticised 
upon as an industry that is built on women’s insecurities and too focussed on achieving a one-sided 
image of  beauty. 
 By looking at hairstyles among women in Tamale, and exploring their thoughts, this research 
contributes to insights into Ghanaian society’s beauty and hairstyle politics. For this project I conducted 
two months of  research (January 2017 - February 2017) in Tamale, Ghana. The main method of  data 
collection was through visual ethnography but also included participant observation, semi-structured 
and informal interviews. This allowed me to gain access to four different hair salons, their Madams, 
workers, customers and visitors. Three main concepts have been of  importance for this research: 
cultural styles (Ferguson 1999), gender performativity (Butler 1990) and post-colonialism (Spivak 1988; 
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Mbembe 2001; Miescher, Manuh and Cole 2008). These concepts will be discussed and reflected upon 
in this article by using and reflecting on the accompanying film, Hair: A Woman’s Glory, to answer the 
following question: 
 
 To what extent do ‘hairstyle politics’ in Tamale challenge Western hegemonic perceptions of   
 beauty and how are they juxtaposed with religious sensibilities and underlying understandings 
 of  the roles of  gender, performativity and post-colonial power-structures in both ‘hairstyle  
 politics’ and visual ethnography? 
 
By discussing these intersections of  race, gender, class and other issues, I will use the term by Miescher, 
Manuh and Cole (2008), “New African Woman” to show how this transnational narrative as well as 
notions of  modernity, gender identities and beauty politics problematises the discourse on beauty 
perceptions in relationship to the notion of  the stereotypical African ‘third world women’ in visual 
representations. Beauty standards are as much political as they are a part of  fashion and therefore they 
are an interesting reflection of  society. 
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Ethics & Positioning   
Who is allowed to address issues that are particular to black communities? (Banks 2000). A study on a 
marginalised group can be seen as imperialistic, the ‘colonial gaze’ on the ‘exotic other’ has long been 
institutionalised and within identity politics, a sensitive topic. Especially in feminist and gender studies, 
studying a community different then your own must be handled reflexively especially when the 
researcher comes from the dominant heteronomous cultural group (western, middle-class, white). 
Through the research preparation, fieldwork experience and analysis, I have become more aware of  
these racial power structures. As a foreigner in Ghana you are treated “like a queen”, when my subjects 
would sit on the ground I would be offered a chair, when I would hold a baby they would laugh of  how 
you hold him. The same thing goes for preparing food, washing of  clothes and getting water. This 
article will also reflect on these ethics around positioning myself  as a researcher and filmmaker in this 
context as well as following in a sense the same line as I have followed during my research process, 
starting with unpacking the politics of  beauty and ending with problematising the politics of  visual 
representations. 
 3
Image 1: Filmstill, learning how to braid on thread, at Madame Hawa’s shop, Paga-naa Beauty Salon, Tamale 2017
1. Visual Ethnography: Theory and Method 
 
Film is a useful tool for the very dominant visual aspect of  this research: hair and beauty as a bodily 
performance, representation of  personality, symbol for a specific status, or other cultural visual and 
visible means (MacDougall 2006: 288). Not only the visual, but also the relationships embedded in the 
visual are important when doing research with visual ethnography as a method (Ibid.: 220). Visual 
methods are a means of  reflectivity of  both the field and the ethnographer. It is more than a recording 
method or support for a word-based thesis, but it must be incorporated in the framework as a means to 
collect, analyse, present and reflect the data in the field (Pink 2007: 9-10). In doing audiovisual research, 
reciprocity is an important technique to be reflective to, and with your subjects. Filmmaker Jean Rouch 
saw the camera as a way to build a bridge between the anthropologist and the subjects and a way to 
directly challenge colonialism (Moffat 2010: 4-5). By being able to reflect on your material with your 
subjects as a means of  establishing a ‘multiple authorship’, the research can create an intertextual form 
of  cinema. In this way, cinema may have a better position to show conflicting views of  reality (Pink 
2009: 9) 
 “Film is the product of  human agency, therefore the film has to establish the narrative as a 
dialectic relationship between the filmed and the filmmaker” (MacDougall 1998a: 128). As much as the 
camera can create a ‘bridge’, in can also create a gap in authority. At the hair salons where I filmed, as 
customers walk in and out, the camera was a constant object of  discussion. Mainly because the camera 
used was highly professional and not discreet (Panasonic AG-AC90P), making it notable in the 
surroundings. The salons are small places and the camera in the hands of  a white foreigner, made it 
attract even more attention. The camera on the one hand, was a way to invite myself  or gain access to 
certain situations that otherwise would not have been accessible. On the other hand, the camera in this 
situation added an extra layer of  ‘authority’ or ‘power’ with it, making the ‘bridge between 
anthropologist and subject’ sometimes disappear because of  the obvious difference in wealth or access 
to these kinds of  technology. The presence of  the camera in some cases or with some people created 
an environment where their actions would get a performative layer. For example, being very aware of  
the camera can lead to “play acting”, extra concerns over one’s appearance or lead to silence. These 
observations of  performativity and social structures were very valuable in the end and motivated me to 
write this article. 
 In anthropology and many other scientific studies, image-making has not always been viewed 
upon as a ‘scientific way’ of  producing knowledge. There is a long history of  ‘anthropological 
iconophobia’ (Taylor 1996) especially when looking at the colonial imagery that has been produced by 
anthropologists in the past, representing the ‘primitive other’. Not only in the past, also today, film and 
photography about ‘other cultures’ can be exoticising towards the ‘other’, subjected in the image. This 
is where visual ethnography can be helpful to provide anthropological knowledge and context and deal 
with issues of  reflexivity, reciprocity and ‘giving voice’ to the represented other (Ruby 2000: 3). Visual 
 4
ethnography is an important method for representing social structures as well individuality and 
reflexivity. Nowadays, (visual) anthropological research is increasingly exploring sensorial knowledge as 
a new approach to epistemological truth (Feld 1996; MacDougall 2006; Pink 2007). What we see, what 
we feel and experience becomes more important than the ‘objective truth’. Subjectivity in a way, has 
gained power every since the crisis of  representation in anthropology (Marcus and Fischer 1986), or the 
‘pictorial turn’ in critical thinking (Mitchell 1994: 11-33). Therefore, to study something so visual, 
focussed on identities, cultures and individuals, my research can contribute to other ways of  knowledge 
production. Film can focus on individuality of  the characters by not only giving them ‘voices’, but also 
giving them ‘faces’. The emotions made visible in film may help the viewer to understand people’s 
behaviour and interactions better (MacDougall 2006: 56-58). Film is an important medium for 
postmodernist anthropology precisely because it poses questions of  the relationship between 
interpretation and reality, the nature of  representational processes and the nature of  ethnographic 
authority (Morphy 2008). 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2. Madams in Tamale 
 
Tamale is the fast developing capital city of  the Northern region of  Ghana. The city is a vibrant and 
busy market place for local farmers and traders and an upcoming place for government and bank 
workers from the South. Tamale, originally inhabited by the Dagomba people, has now become a 
melting pot of  Southern people like Asante, Ga, Fante and foreign neighbours from Nigeria or Togo. 
With many ethnic groups there are many languages spoken on the streets of  Tamale. As hairdressers 
speak to many people, most of  them are capable of  speaking at least three different languages of  which 
the most commonly spoken are: Dagbani, Twi and English. The dry, almost savannah-like area of  
Tamale is during the dry season (Harmattan) a dusty and very hot place where temperatures can go up 
to 45 degrees. For this reason many shops like hairdressing salons are working in the shadow outside on 
a veranda and use fans on the ceiling to make the temperature bearable. 
 On March 6th 1957, Ghana gained Independence and Kwame N’krumah, became Ghana’s first 
president (1960-1966). He strived for the people of  Ghana to unite and hairstyle became one of  his 
symbolic tools for the emancipation of  the ‘African personality’. This personality was a social 
manifestation that had to unite the three segments that are part of  contemporary Africa: traditional, 
Islamic, and Euro-Christian Africa (Nkrumah 1964: 78-9). On December 7th 2017, President Dankwa 
Akufo-Addo won the presidential election, promising an ending of  corruption in public life and free 
secondary education for all. In his first speech on Independence Day 2017 he emphasised the 
importance for equal opportunities:  
 “Let us mobilise for the happy and prosperous Ghana of  tomorrow, in which all of  us,  
 including our youth, our women and the vulnerable in our society, will have equal opportunities 
 to realise their potential, and build lives of  dignity. Then, our independence will be meaningful. 
 Then, we will have a Ghana beyond aid.” (Akufo-Addo, 2017).  
Where the Southern part of  Ghana is rapidly developing, the Northern region still runs behind. With a 
lack of  work opportunities many people seek their luck in micro enterprises like taxi’s, tailor shops, 
provision shops or hair salons. Many people start the same businesses and therefore, it is still difficult 
to earn a stable income. As Ghana is a free, democratic and relatively safe country, many NGO’s settle 
their West-African headquarters in Ghana, and a lot of  them in Tamale. These NGO’s increasingly start 
to invest in the cosmetology sector to empower women and give them access to education (Boafo-
Arthur 2007). In Ghana, small-scale businesses are encouraged by the market friendly neoliberal 
approach and the increased need for employment in public expenditure. Although these small 
businesses are more vulnerable to rapid economic changes they do make a strong contribution to 
income and employment generation in the area: providing training for entrepreneurs and creating links 
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to larger industries and export markets if  government support is forthcoming (Langevang and Gough 
2012: 242-252).  
 These small businesses like hair salons are increasingly organising themselves in associations. In 
the 1990s, the hairdressing profession started GHABA: Ghana Hairdressers and Beauticians Association. 
(Essah 2008: 207-208). Being part of  GHABA means the beauty salons comply with the regulations of  
the association. The GHABA classifies hair salons according to their structure (kiosk, container or 
shop) and technology. The sedentary hairdressers are recognisable through a plywood sign or posters in 
stall markets or by owning an established shop (Ibid.). My four main informants, all owned their own 
sedentary shop. In 2014, the GHABA association split up into two groups: the original GHABA and 
the PGHABA (Progressive Ghana Hairdressers and Beauticians Association). The division between the 
two groups happened when the President of  the GHABA did not want to resign after her presidency 
of  two years, the group that stayed with the President remained GHABA and the others continued as 
PGHABA. 
During my research I met many hairdressers of  which four became my main informants and 
protagonists of  my film, Hair: A Woman’s Glory (2017). In the following I will introduce them briefly to 
create a general context that is needed for the analysis of  the concepts in the further sections of  this 
article. 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Image 2: Madame Hawa, sitting in her shop, February 10th 2017
Madame Hawa - Paga-naa Beauty Salon 
First of  all Madame Hawa, she started her hair salon quite late in her career. Her shop is located on a 
busy road in the suburb ‘Agreek’ right behind Madame Hawa’s family home. The shop is a small 
container shop, named after her daughter: Paga’naa Beauty Salon. She used to sell hair extensions to 
hairdressers at the Tamale Market. One day, A woman from GPHABA offered her an apprenticeship 
position at her shop. Together with this association and the support of  foreign NGOs she got different 
diplomas and even managed to become the Vice-President of  GPHABA. Madame Hawa is politically 
active in saying that many people feel that the Ghana Government is corrupt and the money of  the 
NGO’s, ‘the whites’ does not end up with the people who need it most. She has nine apprentices in her 
shop who learn the skill free of  charge. Usually the apprentices have to pay an entrance fee, but some 
Madams take girls voluntarily from poor families and from the streets in return for help in their salons, 
as Hawa states: “so that they can be somebody too” (Schaeffer 2017: 05:24 mins). There is a clear 
hierarchy between Hawa and her apprentices. Hawa always sits inside with the fan, the apprentices sit 
on the veranda in front of  the shop and only come in if  they have a question or are commanded by 
Madam Hawa to come in. This is not unusual in Ghana as many relations are based upon your position 
among which seniority is an important one. Besides, the apprentices got a free pass for learning a skill 
so are expected to be respectful and obedient to their ‘Master’.  
Madame Amina - Alisamin Hairdo Salon 
Amina is originally from Yendi, a region in Northern Ghana. Many poor farmers from the region of  
Yendi move to the urbanising city of Tamale, as did Amina’s parents. She used to walk to school very 
early in the  morning with only a small bottle of  porridge. Amina told me: “when the sun came up 
the sand would be too hot, too hot burning the soles of  our feet. But we did not care because we loved 
to go to school.” Later, she had to drop out of  school in secondary school because her parents could 
not afford it. She never lost her willingness to learn and without any help from a Madam in a hair salon 
she learned the skill of  hairdressing. First, she started at the market in Tamale, now she owns a hair 
salon for natural hair in the centre of  Tamale: Alisamin Hairdo Salon. Her shop is located next to an 
open-air praying area that is used by the shop-owners and workers located in the conference hall: the 
National Centre for Culture. She is a devoted Muslim with a lot of  knowledge on Islam. She provides a 
watering can for those who want to pray, she sweeps the floor before prayers in the hope that Allah will 
reward her. She also has a bucket of  water for the school children that they can use for free, because 
she knows how much it costs for some children to go to school. Amina and her husband have three 
children, he is married now to his second wife in England. Her husband tries to help financially but 
there are times when he does not send money and she has to use the money she earns with the shop. 
To make sure she will always earn money ‘small-small’ (a phrase used by Ghanaians to highlight the 
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Image 3. Film still from Madame Amina in front of  her shop, Tamale, February 24th, 2017
Image 4. Madame Sadia sitting in her shop with her son, Mendeya. Tamale, March, 6th 2017.
pace of  making money), she started selling provisions on the side, mainly sachets of  pure water and her 
home-made Ghanaian drinks: Poeha, Solobolo and Ginger. This extra way of  generating income is used by 
many hairdressers whom I met. 
Madame Sadia - Sadia’s Hair Salon 
Madame Sadia was my host during my fieldwork period and lived in the small village (almost suburb) 
of  Tamale. Her Sadia has a small hair salon was located in the nearby Kaledan area in Tamale. She 
learned the skill of  hairdressing as an apprentice from a Madam who charged her a lot of  money, 
leaving her in debt when she ‘came out’ (finished the apprenticeship). Her husband is the Secretary and 
son of  the Chief  of  Bamvim. As his wife, she has to spend a lot of  time taking care of  the family at 
the palace but also of  her own mother and grandmother, she cooks a few days every two weeks at the 
palace and most of  the other nights she spends with her own family. Her husband helped her start her 
current salon which she runs on her own. She has had some apprentices but they all ended up stealing 
from her so she stopped taking them in. The problem of  trust in general was a problem in her shop as 
her money got stolen a couple of  times during my stay by customers (of  which most of  them are 
known to her). To generate more income, she too sells the little sachets of  ‘pure drinking water’ and 
aspires to open a provision shop in order to make more money. The Kaledan area is mainly populated 
by Muslims and is a clearly a poorer area than the location of  Madame Sala and Madame Amina. Apart 
from working in the shop, Madam Sadia has two children: Mendeya and Farahan. During her last 
pregnancy she most likely suffered from something that sounded like maternity poisoning causing her 
to be in the house for most of  the months. Through this period at home she lost a lot of  her 
customers and struggles to earn the money she needs to pay for food and the school of  her first child, 
Farahan. 
Madame Sala - Dreams Hair and Beauty Klinik 
Lastly Madame Sala (full name Salamat), she is a 34 year-old hairdresser and beautician from Kumasi. 
Her family was able to pay for higher education. Nonetheless, she wanted to learn a skill and got an 
apprenticeship at a Madam in Kumasi. Here she learned hairdressing, manicure and pedicure. Kumasi is 
the capital ‘market’ of  Ghana and many shop-owners buy their products there to bring it back to their 
hometowns. The South is seen as more modern and being educated as a hairdresser and beautician in 
Kumasi therefore means that Sala has a privileged position in the cosmetology sector in Tamale, as she 
is seen as a ‘modern woman’. Raised as a Muslim,  in the beginning of  her twenties she decided to 
convert herself  to Christianity, together with her older sister Fatima. When Fatima got offered a job in 
Tamale at VRA (Volta River Authority), Sala moved with her. As the younger sister, Sala had to take 
care of  her sister’s first born. In Tamale she met her husband who is a graduate architect from Kumasi 
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now working for the regional government. With the help of  her sister and her husband she had the 
opportunity to open her hair and beauty salon at the Centre for National Culture in the centre of  
Tamale. She is a business woman and takes every opportunity to earn money that goes beyond her skill 
of  hairdressing, she sells shoes and Pampers from Canada and her pedicure and manicure business 
are “hot and happening” in the city among the Christian middle-class and ‘expats’ from the South.  
From these four women I was able to draw some general statements that will be analysed in the coming 
sections. First of  all from these cases you see that these women usually open a shop with the financial 
support of  their family or husband. The difficulty with ‘coming out’ after education is the expenses 
women have to pay to start a salon: pay rent for the plot, build a container-shop and buy the necessary 
equipment. Therefore, a lot of  women end up as workers in a hair salon as they cannot afford opening 
their own shop. Secondly, being a hairdresser is a relatively convenient way to earn money as a woman, 
because it is a skill that can be learned with basic education. The shop is a safe environment for both 
women and their children and it can relatively easily be combined with domestic work. Though my 
informants had more time do spend at the shop because their husbands were not always home, Sadia 
had to cook at the palace every two weeks for a couple of  days, the other days her husband ate at the 
palace so she did not need to go home. Amani’s husband lives in England, Hawa’s husband worked in a 
small village near Bolgatanga which meant he was only home every other weekend and Sala is able to 
afford help in the house for cooking and cleaning giving her more time to work in her shop. Thirdly, 
almost all women I met, organise themselves in associations to create an extra way of  support and 
education. These associations are of  interest to many foreign NGO’s with goals like ‘girl’s education’ 
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Image 5. Film still of  Madame Sala showing her new wig-cap. January 26, 2017
and ‘women’s empowerment’. Furthermore, all four women are generating extra income by doing 
activities on the side like selling provisions. As the number of  hair salons is rapidly increasing in 
Tamale, the work is decreasing because it is more widely spread over the salons. Therefore many 
hairdressers are forced to start selling other products. In the case of  Madame Sala, the selling of  
products like shoes or pampers is also part of  her entrepreneurial spirit, known to be a characteristic 
given to Ghanaians in general (Langevang and Gough 2012: 242-252). Lastly, I want to stress that these 
four hairdressers come from different ethnic backgrounds, age groups and had different paths to 
become a hairdresser and motivations to participate in my research. Therefore, their ‘hairstyle politics’ 
are quite different. This holistic ethnographic account of  what it is like to be a hairdresser in Tamale 
can create a wide spectrum where both similarities and differences can be observed. 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Image 6: Drawing from field notebook with pictures of  the field sites in Tamale, 2017
3. A Transnational Narrative on Hairstyle Politics 
 
The practice of  hair grooming is an ancient art and tradition in West-African societies, it is seen by 
many women as a ritual initiation into womanhood (Prince 2009: 30). “In traditional African cultures, 
the way one wears one’s hair may also reflect one’s status, gender, ethnic origin, leadership role, 
personal taste, or place in the cycle of  life” (Sieber, Herreman 2004: 56). Hair as a symbol is rooted in 
many rituals and coming-of-age-ceremonies amongst different ethnic groups. Among young Ghanaian 
Fante women it is common to wear gold ornaments in their coiffures to announce their marriage 
eligibility (Essah 2008; Sieber, Herreman 2004). In Ghanaian Asante religion, “the Priests’ hair was 
allowed to grow long and had matted locks” (MacLeod 1981: 64). The influences from outside Africa 
via the Western traders and colonial officials in the nineteenth century and twentieth century was the 
start of  transnational influence in the fashion of  hair (Essah 2008: 231). 
 For a long time, Western discourse was mainly focussed on the aesthetic and symbolic meaning 
of  hair. For instance, the notion that women’s hair symbolises their femininity and causes castration 
anxiety for males (Freud 1922), but also that castration anxiety was at the roots of  all hair practices, 
regardless of  gender or cultural particularities (Berg 1951 In, Banks 2000: 4-6). In 1969, the focus of  
hair as a symbol on sexuality changed to social control: cutting hair can be seen as a metaphor for social 
control (Hallpike: 1969). Meaning that long hair was seen as being ‘outside society’ (Hirschman and 
New Brunswick 2002: 360). Sociologist Anthony Synnott (1977) argues that long extravagant hairstyles 
on women are seen as unprofessional and short and unsettled hair is seen as non-normative standards 
for women which are adopted by feminists or lesbians. Similar are the societal protesters from the 
seventies that will countervail traditional norms like beards of  hippies or Afro’s (Ibid: 361). The 
stereotypes that Synnott reproduces clearly shows how hair is used as a symbol for social, cultural and 
especially gendered and political meanings. This early academic debate did not mention race as a 
notable difference in studying the symbolism of  hair. Early feminist discussions focus only on hair as a 
symbol of  femininity. This can be found in the works of  de Beauvoir (1961) and later Butler (1990), 
Bordo (1989) and Goldstein (1991), they write about the female body as a biological and social 
construction of  gender and power. Wendy Cooper mentions the importance of  race when talking 
about hair when she argues that hair and skin are the most important physical attributes for racial 
classification (Banks 2000: 6-13).  
 In 2000, Ingrid Banks published an ethnographic study about the constructions of  femininity 
and the element of  racial identity: how does black hair relate to political ideas about black identity? The 
term ‘good hair’ refers to colonial times when African enslaved people with hair most similar to white 
people’s hair were treated better (Banks 2000: 13). In academic debates around ‘hairstyle politics’ the 
general argument that this concept creates ‘cultural violence’, causing identity erasure for women of  
African descent and showing the dominance of  Eurocentric beauty standards (Odyedemi 2016; Patton 
2006). This ‘cultural violence’ throughout the history of  slavery and the Diaspora has influenced 
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generations of  African descendant’s self  identity (Ibid.). Eurocentric ideology heavily influence the 
academic debate around decolonizing beauty standards, however there are arguments that say that in 
postmodern times, hairstyles are not necessarily based on the Eurocentric ideal but on a mixture of  
hairstyles from around the world (Dash 2006). 
 Recently the global natural hair movement tries to encourage women to wear and be proud of  
their natural hair. They are already of  significant influence in America and many countries in Europe 
and Africa (Baynes-Jeffries 2014: 160-165). Take for example the demonstration in South-Africa on 
Pretoria High School where girls protested against the school’s conduct on hairstyles (BBC News 
Africa, 2016) or the Ugandan writer and DJ, Kampira Bahana, who started a pop-up hair salon in 
Uganda, where they approach black hair as a science and an art (Kuo 2017). Also in the Netherlands, 
the subject gained more attention: in June 2016, the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam organised the Good 
Hair Festival that displayed the visual richness of  African hairstyles and celebrated the diversity in 
hairstyles among cultures, especially for black hair (Hoekstra 2016). As much as hair can be a way to 
classify someone on the mainstream scale of  beauty standards, it is often given a (political) meaning 
that is not always correct. “For many women, hair is just hair, and the choices they make are connected 
to convenience and ease - not to their politics or sexual preferences. Nonetheless they can still be 
judged with a social or political interpretation of  who they are, based solely on their hairstyle” (Prince: 
16). As the natural hair movement is creating a space for reframing and reshaping meanings of  black 
femininity and beauty, the discussion is slowly moving away from the suppressive norms of  global 
beauty perceptions. 
 14
 15
Image 7: Ofosu-Amaah, Koranteng “Hair fashions 1969” In: Drum 
Magazine
Image 8: The beauty standard of  light skin and straight hair as shown in street advertisements in 
Accra, Ghana Source: own material (January 2017).
4. Between Local and Cosmopolitan Styles  
 
In the Northern region of  Ghana many people have ‘conservative’ thoughts on the way you look. By 
‘conservative’ I mean views based on traditional or religious motivations. In the Upper Northern region 
this is mainly linked to Christian beliefs or culture, in Tamale (Northern region), this is more typically 
linked to Islamic beliefs or culture. On the market in Tamale, Ghanaian women will correct each other 
if  a knee or shoulder is visible for instance, which is seen as not proper. Among Muslim beliefs there 
are certain practices that are connected to hair and hairstyles, especially in terms of  visibility and 
representation. For example, the use of  artificial hair (wig-caps, extensions, weave-ons), which in 
western discourse is referred to as ‘Western looking hair’, is for many women of  Islamic background 
not accepted. In my film, Hair: A Woman’s Glory, Madame Amina explains this by saying that you 
should not change the way you look because you should be grateful of  what God has given you 
(Schaeffer 2017: 14:14 mins). Seen from this perspective, natural hair for many women in Tamale is not 
a choice of ‘authenticity’ as a trend, but a choice of ‘authenticity’ to God. The same can be said about 
the use of  make-up, usually it is only used for weddings but recently it is used more and more in daily 
life. This is not always practical since you have to be clean for the Wuwu (washing before 
prayers), therefore a lot of  women do not wear make-up, as it will be a waste of  time. Another, very 
(in)-visible aspect, of  Muslim beliefs on hair is the wearing of  a veil as a married woman.  In Tamale, 
the veil is mainly seen as a symbol of  marriage meaning that most women start wearing their veil after 
they are married. During your wedding (also for other celebrations) a head wrap, the ‘Geley’ (originally 
from the Yoruba Tribe in Nigeria) is worn on the head of  the women - the practice of  this is shown in 
Hair: A Woman’s Glory (03:15 mins). When you are a married Muslim women you are not allowed to 
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Image 9: Madame Amina working on locks for natural hair. Tamale (2017)
show your hair to men other than your husband, making the hairstyle choice ‘invisible’. This also limits 
your choices of  hairdo because you have to wear your natural hair and you have to wear it in a way that 
is practical for you to wear the veil with. According to Madame Hawa, wearing a veil as a Muslim 
woman is something from the “olden days” and many women in Ghana now can go without, she says 
the society is modernising: 
 “You see we the modern women now, we don't care, it was the olden days you marry, use the 
 veil to do whatever. Now we the modern we don’t fear that. It’s now becoming, it is now  
 legalising. You see women they will just put the veil like this (puts cloth over shoulder). But in 
 the olden days you couldn’t do that, but now we don’t care.”  (Hawa, 2017)  
Compared to my other informants, Madam Sala was the most independent in her freedom of  choice in 
beauty products. In many ways her look was the opposite of  my other informants because she was 
wearing short dresses, make-up and artificial hair. This is more accepted in her hometown Kumasi than 
in Tamale, where both Christians and Muslims are more conservative on appearance. Christian women 
can spend more money on their appearance because their religion allows them to: not only artificial hair 
like extensions and wig caps, also fake eye-lashes, make-up and nail polish or fake nails. Sala was one of  
the first to start a beauty salon in Tamale that did not only do hairstyles but also manicure and pedicure 
(something that is not 'allowed' for most Muslim women). Her clientele is mainly of  Christian middle to 
high social class, who have moved to Tamale for business opportunity and cheap living. Madame Sala 
has seen Muslim women getting more interested in her products. According to Madame Hawa, wearing 
no make-up has become more acceptable:  
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Image 10: Madame Sala showing her wig-cap and examples of  different artificial hairstyles. (2017). 
 “We are now in a modern world, so whatever comes in a modern way, we want to learn it.  
 Make-up was there but we weren’t having time for those things, it is now in the modern times, 
 everybody wants to learn make-up, it’s popular everywhere. Every woman now knows the  
 importance of  it, or the beauty of  it. It adds to the beauty of  a woman. Every  woman wants to 
 use it, whether you are educated, you are illiterate, you also want to see how beautiful you  
 are” (Hawa 2017). 
 
Through the eyes of  modernity’s narratives, as described in the previous section on transnational 
narratives of  hairstyle politics, there tends to be a cultural dualism within hairstyle politics between 
the ‘traditional, authentic or more conservative’ approach, and the ‘cosmopolitan, modern or western’ 
approach. This dualism and its tensions will be described through Ferguson’s theory on cultural style. 
Ferguson divides this dualism into two ‘styles’: localism and cosmopolitanism. The term ‘styles’ is used 
because they are not two autonomous social categories or systems but they exist within one social 
system or society (Ferguson 1999: 93). The previous ethnographic account of  Amina, on the thoughts 
on hairstyles and the visibility of  hairstyles among women according to the Muslim community, could 
be placed within the ‘localist view’ as she wears her hair accordingly to what is expected of  her within 
her beliefs and values. Madame Sala, on the other hand, has a more ‘cosmopolitan’ view on hairstyles 
as she is not using her hair as a signifier of  her religion but as a signifier of  her modern lifestyle, 
individuality and fashionability. Hairstyle can be seen as a ‘stylistic message’, a shared symbol for a 
certain way of  life (Ibid.: 97). For example, the criticism aimed towards the hairstyle of  Minister Djaba, 
was raised because the interviewer believed her hair should represent the “Ghanaian way of  life” or her 
ideals of  this. 
 Describing hairstyle politics in Tamale within this narrative of  modernity, creates a dualism that 
stigmatises. “What if  culture is not simply a system of  communication but also a system of  
miscommunication?” (Ibid.: 208)” My fieldwork area was similar to Ferguson’s research area, a noisy 
crowded city with different socio-micro-worlds and ethnic groups, not a ‘traditional homogenous 
village’. Therefore, miscommunication was as much part of  the ‘authentic cultural experience’ as 
communication). Stylistic practices like hairstyles, within a social context, take on meaning through 
guessing, activating prejudices and inviting speculation (Ibid.). There is no ethnographic interpretation 
for this ‘noise’ between describing hairstyles, which in this situation is ‘intelligible’ and 
‘unintelligible’ (Ibid.: 210-11). Take for example Tracy, a national government worker who was a 
customer of  Amina, she explained her motivations for wearing her own hair was more linked to pride 
in her natural, African hair than out of  religious motivations, as seen within the ‘conservative style’. She 
politicised her natural hair like the natural hair movement, to encourage the African beauty, and can 
therefore be even seen more as cosmopolitan (Schaeffer 2017: 16:12 mins).   
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 How frequently one changes their hair is often linked more to economic capabilities than the 
fashion trends of  the day. Madame Sala changes from African braids, to a wig cap with short hair, to 
many other styles. For her, it is as much a means of  promoting her business and expressing style, as it is 
a means of  making herself  beautiful. Hairstyles that might be generalised as ‘conservative’ or 
‘cosmopolitan’ can be de-politicised when looking at these everyday practicalities. This can also be 
illustrated by the weather: in Ghana, during the dry season, a lot of  people braid their hair to protect 
the natural hair from breaking. An ‘African hairstyle’ like braided hair, can represent the ‘African 
identity’ in identity politics whilst in every day life it does not necessarily need to stem from a desire to 
be political. The same goes for the use of  relaxer, a chemical product to straighten the hair. As the 
product can be damaging for your hair (it can cause burns on your skin when left in too long), this 
product is seen in Western hairstyle politics as a way to achieve the Western straight hairstyle. As much 
as this definitely a serious issue within post-colonial ‘hairstyle politics’, in the context of  my informants 
in Tamale, relaxer can also be an affordable way to maintain soft, shiny hair requiring far less 
maintenance than the natural  hair. As Titi, a friend of  Sadia said: 
 “People are coming to like using their own than the extensions, we feel it is a waste of  so many 
 things, waste of  money, you go and sit, your time is wasted too, so if  you don’t have much time, 
 you can’t use it. For me it is not the money that is the reason I don’t use it, it is my time, my hair 
 too, the pain is what I can’t endure much” (Titi, 2017).  
These variables or ‘cultural noise’, try to explain the way that urban social environments are not easily 
defined or categorised (Ferguson 1999). Global modernity is not simply uniform; it coexists within 
complex social cultural narratives (Appardurai: 1996). Within these narratives the ‘grey-area’ is often 
forgotten. The cultural and national identity of  Ghanaians are influenced by regional, ethnic and 
religious diversity but also by the postcolonial nation that cultivates tits cultural identity in this present 
era of  increasing globalisation (Balogun 2012: 377).  
    Recent studies of  gender, extent this insight. "Differences of  gender, after all, cannot have been 
reduced to any sort of  combination of  sub-societies, stages or social types, they are at the heart of  
every social system and indeed of  social reproduction itself ” (Ferguson 1999: 94). Differences within 
cultural styles can be seen as stylistic performances of  historically and socially located actors (Ibid. 94). 
This means that the way a ‘style’ is ‘performed’, is not only a choice of  the individual but is 
continuously produced (consciously or unconsciously) in the context of  power relations. Therefore 
individuality, within gender is a performance crafted under a “situation of  duress” and is a response to 
social and economic compulsion (Ferguson 1999: 94; Butler 1990: 193).  
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5. Gendered Perceptions and Performed Realities  
 “Some women they have ‘hair’, we call it ‘hair’ because they have luck in men, but other women 
 no matter how  you do, the man will reject you. You have to be patient and know that that’s how 
 God made you” (Schaeffer 2017: 15:49 mins). 
For women, hair is a symbol and a yardstick for not only beauty but also wealth and marriage eligibility. 
Hairstyles in this way can be seen as an act of  ‘gendered bodily performance’. Not only in its symbolic 
meaning but also to the social-economic position of  women in society. During my stay in Tamale I 
noticed that most communities are traditionally patriarchal, a re-occurring criticism on postcolonial 
Africa because of  its suppressive gender roles (Miescher, Manuh and Cole 2008: 9). Many women 
complain about gender inequality and the lack of  empowerment for women:  
 “So women in Ghana here we are suffering. If  you don't go to school, if  you don't learn  
 handwork, then you are going to suffer. Because sometimes, to even provide the daily bread is a 
 problem. Especially we in the Northern sector” (Hawa 2017). 
The film Asante Market Women (Milne, 1982) is, similar to this study and the accompanying film, as an 
example of  gender performance. The film shows how social positions are gendered in the ‘Queen-
mother system’ on the Kumasi town-market in Ghana. The film shows how gender is part of  a power-
structure, on the market women are more powerful than men. This illustrates how women may have 
power and authority in their small-scale businesses but at the same time is shows that this power is not 
present in domestic spheres. “Asante men are very very very bad. sooner or later you husband will 
desert you. So you must work hard to support yourself.”, according to one of  the market women, Oba, 
(Milde 1982: 20:40 mins). This quote is very similar to the conversations mentioned before with 
Madame Amina and with Madame Hawa. Madame Hawa was very opinionated about the way men 
value women. She would click with her tongue and say: “To be a housewife in Ghana is very very 
pathetic. Men of  Ghana don't respect their wives, in terms of  everything. Sometimes no peace, no love, 
nothing. I am saying this because, women in Ghana we are really suffering” (Hawa 2017). 
 Another example of  gender performance within a “situation of  duress” (Butler 1990) is the 
film One Among Many (Faye, 1982) that informs the audience about the challenges of  women who stand 
at the very end of  capitalism. The film illustrates how women usually have double responsibilities: 
firstly, their traditionally assigned tasks, secondly earning money on the side. This is because men are 
not always capable or present to support the woman and her children (Ebron 2008: 174). This situation 
was typical amongst my informants. For instance Madame Sadia would care for her children, prepare 
food and at the same time work in her shop to earn money. Among all hairdressers I met there were 
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always children present. This ‘burden’ for women is interpreted by Faye as not only a criticism to female 
tradition but to global capitalism as a structure (Ibid.: 174).  
 These two films in relation to my film Hair: A Woman’s Glory, show the repetitiveness of  
traditional gender roles in West African context. The ‘danger’ of  looking at these traditional gender 
roles in ‘patriarchic privileged West-Africa’, is oversimplification. “We have re-performed ideas about 
West African gender systems, explaining to our audiences the complexity of  multiple social issues: class, 
caste, ethnicity, age hierarchies, nation building, and transnational encounters” (Ebron: 170). Power is 
not only determined by male versus female. Performing authority on a basis of  one’s rank or seniority is 
also important within social roles (Ibid. 2013: 181). This was made visible during my fieldwork period - 
Hawa’s apprentices kneel down for her before speaking to her, or obey her wishes that go beyond 
hairdressing, such as taking care of  her daughter. Madame Sadia would ask a random boy passing by to 
get her some ‘Light’ (porridge drink) so she could continue working. These roles are divided on the 
basis of  seniority. “The line between performance and performativity is blurred and much happens in 
the overlapping, alternating, and undistinguished space between them. This space is large enough to 
include daily habits, community rites, caste knowledge, self-reflection and exceptionally well-developed 
forms of  personal style” (Ibid.: 177). The way gender is performed is an important factor that goes 
beyond the aesthetic qualities of  beauty, into the discussion of  women’s bodies as a symbolic site 
wherein debates take place about nation forming, cultural globalisation and colonial trajectories 
(Balogun 2012: 358). Transnational feminist scholars have argued that women serve as both cultural 
bearers of  tradition and are symbols of  progress and modernity (Ibid.: 359). 
 The notion of  ‘performativity’ can be used to explain how the individual as well as the 
collective ‘body’ is used for conscious or non-conscious representations of  the self  or society (Butler 
1999). “Performativity is not a singular act, but a repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects 
through its naturalisation in the context of  a body, understood, in part, as a culturally sustained 
temporal duration” (Butler 1999: 15). Cultural styles and beauty standards within everyday society are 
embodied and performed by individuals as well as the collective. This ‘collective performance’ within 
hairstyle politics is for instance the policy that school girls in Ghana who are going to public schools 
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Image 11 (left): Sadia cooking diner at the Chief’s Palace of Bamvim Image 12 (right): Sadia working in her shop.
need to shave their heads while girls going to private school have the ‘privilege’ to change their hairstyle 
whenever they want. This staging of  ‘the self ’ is expressed in different aspects, performativity can take 
place both ‘backstage’ (private) and ‘front stage’ (public) and is a way to explore how women use their 
body to represent and materialise their femininity or cultural identity (Goffman: 1959). 
 
Performed Realities  
These understandings of  gender performance in hairstyle politics can also be linked to the practice of  
visual ethnographic research. Visual ethnography is a performative anthropology, a presentation of  
objects and the re-enactment of  experiences in the world (MacDougall 2006: 272). This creates an extra 
layer of  ‘performativity’ within this research; what a subject consciously or unconsciously represents 
through their perceptions on beauty, is represented again by the researcher, both in textual as visual 
form. The difficulty of  documentary as method of  presenting ‘Africans’, is that they often are 
presented to an international audience as authentic embodiments of  culture. In this way ‘Africans’ are 
always to be seen as ethnographic subjects and the audience awaits the author’s authoritative conclusion 
to make a generalised statement about the film’s message. This creates a relationship with ‘performance 
to the forms and constraints of  social life’ (Ebron 2013: 170). The presence of  the camera as a 
performative act that happened ‘on stage’ and ‘off  stage’.  
 In the film accompanying this article, sometimes what the women say, is not what is 
represented in the image: their ‘voices’ speak of  poverty and the suppression of  women while their 
‘faces’ come across as very powerful and strong in the image. This is an interesting juxtaposition created 
between what is said and what is shown. One does not necessarily exclude the other, they are both part 
of  the truth, part of  the ‘performance’ created in my presence and the camera’s presence. This 
performance of  ‘power vs. powerlessness’ is also part of  a woman’s daily life as explained earlier. It is a 
role that is created by the circumstances in her surroundings. Women do not choose their roles, rather 
those roles are formed by a set of  social rules. The ‘structures of  domination’ are enacted, as well as 
evaded in performance. The notion of  performativity challenges the notion of  individuals as free-will 
actors, to show how these individuals are enmeshed in the logics of  a given society (Ebron 2013: 
170-174). Theories of  performativity stress the pervasiveness of  genre conventions through which 
subjects come to “know” how to express themselves (Ibid: 175). This performative knowledge on how 
to express oneself  in a certain role is visible in some of  my interviews with Madame Hawa and with the 
women from the PGHABA association. When the camera is recording, they know exactly what to say 
to give themselves ‘a voice’. In these interviews, and also similarly in the film Asante Women, the terms, 
‘educate children’, ‘teenage pregnancy’ and ‘daily bread’ are used over and over again through the 
camera of  the western filmmaker. It is a performed reality in order to get the support they need. 
Regardless if  this is their reality or not, they are using the post-colonial stereotypes of  the ‘third world 
woman’ to their benefit.  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6. The Post-colonial Struggle of  Representation 
  
PGHABA meeting, Tuesday January 31st - “ […] We are pleading it, you people like, you the big men out there 
the big organisations out there, that if  you can help us as well that we will be able to help others. As women we have a lot 
of  challenges, a lot of  problems, a lot of  financial problems and then sometimes we come here we discuss it. How to 
handle the business, how to treat your clients, how to do so many things. All that we need is a helping hand and I think it 
will help us a lot. Thank you.” Dyanne, the secretary continues, after which President Charity concluded: 
“[…] If  there is help anywhere, we are pleading for them to help us. Because the tools and the equipment, hairdressing 
tools are so costly that we cannot even buy. So we are pleading that if  there is help, they also should be able to help our 
future. Thank you.” (GPHABA, 2017) 
 
Many people meet foreign people from NGO’s through associations like PGHABA who come to 
Ghana to educate girls, or to provide equipment to help women to start their own business. After the 
interview I told them again: “Thank you. Again I want to say I am not in the financial position to help.” But 
seeing me as a white foreigner with a professional camera, meant they saw an opportunity. Charity 
replied: “Maybe you cannot help us financially but you can bring it to your country and let our voices be heard.” 
Although I felt a bit relieved they did not expect money, now I felt the responsibility to let their voices 
be heard in Western media, knowing that my audience will not be widespread. This issue of  ‘mutual 
benefits’ arises because the women in the meeting were very aware of  the power of  the image and the 
power of  the camera in the hands of  a ‘Westerner’, which can get their message across more effectively 
that their local media (Westmoreland 2005: 91). 
 How can ‘other voices’ be represented within these ‘performed realities’? How can hairstyle 
politics be represented within post-colonial power structures, where the label ‘third world woman’ is 
inherently part of  visual representations of  African women? “African woman, who are objectified by its 
audience as victims of  backwards gender relations and sexual oppression in need of  saving by Western 
feminists” (Boris 2013: 192). As Boris might put this bluntly, it shows the complexity of  representing 
the ‘other’ as a western foreigner, and at the same time, how the ‘other’ is representing itself  towards 
western foreigners (Mbembe 2001: 7-9).  In the provocative documentary Enjoy Poverty (Martens 2008), 
photographs of  poor plantation workers in Congo are being sold during an elite exhibition - here 
Martens poses the question: who does this picture belong to? The photographer, or the subject(s) 
photographed? By selling these pictures depicting poverty, the western photographer makes money, 
makes profit over someone’s miserable living conditions without thinking about reciprocity of  services. 
My protagonists were very aware of  the power of  the camera and the representations that are captured 
to portray characters of  the ‘third world’ in the eyes of  a foreigner.  
 Subsequently, thinking about this relation between researcher and subject, the researcher 
studying the ‘other’ is challenged: “Can the subaltern speak?” (Spivak 1988: 78). Or to rephrase this; 
can the subaltern speak through a study, written and filmed within a western discourse? “Subalternity is 
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a condition of  inaccessibility and radical otherness that in turn escapes the clutches of  anthropology 
and the ‘human sciences’. They cannot speak and we ‘cannot’ know them - though of  course the 
subaltern can be represented” (Robinson and Tormey: 33). I wonder to what extent the subaltern can ‘of  
course’ be truly represented. We do not want to speak for or about the other, rather alongside, or with 
others. Yet in the work, the subject and object are undisputedly linked (MacDougall 1998b: 77). By 
representing ‘other cultures’ in anthropological work and especially film, one needs to be aware of  the 
impact of  the visibility as well as ‘hyper-visibility’ - the stereotyped ‘third world woman’ that becomes 
overexposed as they live under the microscope of  western curiosity (Uwujaren 2016). By doing visual 
research, the filmmaker creates a representation of  the topic and the situation, as well as the underlying 
structures between filmmaker and subject.  
 Within this context, the photographic work Exposures: A White Woman in West Africa (Ryan 
2005) and the accompanying text (Feld 2005), shows the relationship within the portraiture of  African 
image-making where the subjects are black and the image-maker white. Ryan highlights this with a 
documentation of  postcolonial whites who live in West Africa as a subject or representation of  
postcolonial Africa. In the same way, an ethnographic film should exhaustively reveal any biases that 
might be present in the representation of  reality (MacDougall 2006: 266). Therefore, when filming or 
writing about the ‘other’, it is important to reflect on the power between ‘self ’ and ‘other’ and by 
framing them, you are framing the relationship embedded between you.  
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Image 13. Post on Instagram Everyday 
Africa (2017). 
Western Hair: A Symbol for Privilege 
The “power” embedded between the self  (filmmaker) and the other (subjects), can not only be 
explained by the “ethnographic authority”, or the “power of  the camera’’ as I explained in the first 
section of  this article. This power can in like manner, be symbolised by the ‘power’ of  Western hair. It 
is the symbol within post-colonial hairstyle politics for what is ‘privileged’: "How among people 
of colour, the black man would try to be like a white man, meaning that this ‘yardstick’ of  being white 
and, therefore superior, was on the one side and the (African) ‘savage’ on the other side. From black to 
white - that’s the way to go. One is white, so one is rich, so one is handsome, so one 
is intelligent” (Fanon, 1952: 34).  
 As previously mentioned, ‘Western hair’ is in many countries seen as the dominant beauty 
standard. Many women wear artificial hair to ‘re-created’ the characteristics of  western hair: long, soft 
and easier to maintain. In Hair: a Woman’s Glory, I expressed this admiration of ‘Western hair’ by 
including moments where people commented on my Western hair. People thought for instance that I 
was using the chemical relaxer like them, therefore they categorised my hair ‘chemical'. Madame Amina 
explained that, although my hair is natural, to them it is chemical because of  it’s structure, that for them 
can only be accomplished through artificial or chemical products (Schaeffer, 2017: 12:37 
mins). Madame Sadia: “I am talking about your hair, I say it’s nice, and it’s long too, here they apply 
‘mash’ (extensions) because of  the hair” (Ibid.: 25:41 mins).  These post-colonial processes of  
‘authority’ of  all that is from ‘outside of  Ghana’ (as my informants would call the Western countries) or 
‘Sellemintanga’ in local language (white men’s land), goes further than western hairstyles. Madame 
Hawa was training her apprentices to do make-up, when she told me: “We are learning this from you, 
the whites. You are perfect in it.’’ When asking her what Ghanians learn from each other and she said: 
“Ghanaians are not proud of  what they have, they rather proud of  what other countries have, that is 
how Ghanians we are” (Hawa, 2017).   
 This construction or diffusion of  “superiority” is not a sufficient explanation for a form of  
stylistic practice like African hairstyles, they are to be explained in their own right. However, the 
‘cosmopolitan styles’  are dominated by Western cultural forms (Ferguson 1999: 108). Within 
representing larger global processes of  in this case the anti-colonial battle in post-colonial Africa, there 
is a tension between visualising the individual agency of  the subjects, and the ‘invisible’ structures in 
which they are embedded (Willerslev and Suhr 2013: 161). The way beauty ideals are transferred 
through global processes into local societies and the way their are presented and appropriated, is an 
illustration of  these ‘(in)-visible’ structures that show the increasing complexity of  our globalising 
present (Köhn 2014: 1). 
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Conclusion  
The transnational narrative of  hairstyle politics, that is mainly focussed on the Western discourse (as 
most of  the literature written about this subject comes from western scholars) shows how women’s 
hairstyles have been symbol for women’s femininity and racial and political power structures. This 
framework can be explained through the cultural dualism within modernity that defines on the one 
hand a conservative or traditional style and on the other hand the cosmopolitan (western or modern) 
style. These western paradigms need a more intersectional approach in order to understand politics on 
hair and beauty in different local contexts. They create a heteronomous idea of  something so diverse as 
personal expression. At the same time, these ‘acts of  bodily performance’ are closely connected to the 
way female bodies can represent or are represented as symbols for identity or social position in (global) 
society. This performative layer, also illustrates how women use their ‘voices’ and ‘faces’ to represent 
themselves in this dichotomous structure between ‘Western’ and ‘African’. Therefore hairstyle politics, 
on the one hand the representation of  hair and beauty ideals and on the other hand the industry that is 
built on these ideals, are a by-product of  postcolonial interrelations.  
    Questions that must be asked within the postcolonial representations are not only “can the 
subaltern speak” but also “how is the subaltern visualised”, by not only ‘giving voice’ but also by giving 
face’ and in this way hopefully create an understanding with the audience on the frameworks of  
dominant cultural styles, gender performance and the post-colonial struggles that surround issues like 
hairstyle politics. The subaltern can speak through a non-normative view on situating the Western 
hegemonic perceptions of  beauty in a West-African context where other motivations play a role like 
your religion, socio-economic position, marital status, fashionability or everyday practicalities. The term 
"New African Woman” is an opposite term for the everlasting notion of  the “African Third 
World Woman”. It refers to the volatility of  new gendered identities in postcolonial times, to social 
mobility and autonomy and the importance of  historicising present struggles among women in post-
colonial Africa (Miescher, Manuh and Cole, 2008: 5) The market women in Asente Women ( Milde 1952), 
deal with the some of  the same issues that are still present in Ghanaian society today. However, these 
terms also shows how society thinking about representations of  the ‘other’ move away that from 
stereotypical imaging and move towards a stronger idea of  diversity and agency for African women. 
Like Minister Djaba’s hairstyle with which she wants to represent diversity: “This is symbolic of  the 
new modern Ghanaian woman”, (Schaeffer 2017: 00:10 mins).   
 Only within this framework, hairstyle politics can be understood, as stylistic performances of  
these underlying narratives within (global) society. These narratives do not only reflect on hairstyle or 
perceptions of  beauty, they influence the representations made in visual ethnography as a method, 
illustrated by my film. Therefore, when contextualising what we see, we need to understand that it is a 
subjective reflection of  an interaction with a society - a temporality of  sense, space, place where voices 
are heard and faces are shown, but always are representations of   "performed realities”.  
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